Adrenal contribution to the induction of sexual behavior in the female musk shrew.
Sexually experienced female musk shrews (Suncus murinus) lack an ovarian, vaginal, and behavioral estrous cycle. Females, once induced by their initial contact with a male, are able to display copulatory behavior whenever a male is present (Rissman, Silveira, and Bronson, 1988). Based on plasma levels of steroids, and on hormone replacement studies conducted after ovariectomy (OVX), we have shown that testosterone (T) plays an essential role in the regulation of female sexual behavior (Rissman and Crews, 1988; Rissman, Clendenon, and Krohmer, 1990a; Rissman, 1991). To date we have only examined the potential contribution of adrenal steroids to female sexual behavior in a preliminary manner. After adrenalectomy, gonadally intact females display significantly lower levels of sexual behavior than controls (Rissman and Bronson, 1987). The following experiments were conducted to examine the role the adrenal steroids (in contrast to the medullary hormones) play in the induction of female sexual behavior in the musk shrew. In the first experiment gonadally intact females were treated with dexamethasone (DEX) to reduce the secretion of adrenal steroids. Significantly fewer females receiving DEX demonstrated sexual behavior as compared with controls. In the second study, OVX females received T-filled Silastic implants. When DEX was administered to OVX + T females at a dose that dropped circulating T levels to those found in ovary and adrenal intact females, no effect on sexual behavior was noted. The data show that the adrenals are a behaviorally important source of T and contribute toward the hormonal control of sexual behavior in these female mammals.